As the education gap between city and countryside widens, young people face an invisible barrier to scientific research, says Qiang Wang.
long influenced Chinese attitudes to education and can partly explain why the Chinese so emphasize the importance of school work.
The keju no longer exists, but its spirit survives in the annual gaokao exam, established in 1952. The exam is strictly invigilated, and its scoring process is blind. Chinese universities traditionally select students for admission using only gaokao results.
A Chinese proverb vividly describes the process of changing destiny through hard learning as "carp leaping over the dragon's gate". Preparing for the 'jump' of the gaokao defines the early lives of many young people in China, especially in rural areas.
In the past decade, fewer rural students have made that jump. The main culprit is the unequal distribution of educational resources in rural and urban areas, which starts in preschool education. Children in cities begin to learn foreign languages (one of the three mandated subjects of the gaokao) in kindergarten, whereas rural primary schools struggle even to find English teachers. Public investment in education is much lower in rural areas than in cities. For example, in 2011, urban primary schools received 700 renminbi (US$112) more public funding per student than did rural primary schools, and the gap was 900 renminbi per student for junior high schools. Even worse, leading Chinese universities have adopted policies to admit more students from their own cities in the name of supporting local development, although most of their funding is from central government and thus their duty is to serve all citizens nationwide.
I propose action in three areas. First, China must accept that the different approaches taken in rural and urban areas are a problem and must be unified. For example, official procedures for evaluating schools and selecting staff should be standardized. Second, China needs to redistribute educational resources. The government should allocate more public money to rural education and allow students from the countryside to take their college entrance examinations in urban areas. Finally, charities and other non-governmental groups could help by encouraging graduates from prestigious Chinese and Western universities to take up teaching positions in rural areas. Most such areas, especially in western China, have a severe shortage of teachers, let alone native English speakers.
So far, the Chinese people seem willing to accept wide inequality in income as the price of economic growth. Inequality in education is less palatable and could trigger social unrest. It should be tackled. ■ 
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